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Abstract – Market studies give evidence that the growth of organic consumption relies much more on occasional consumers than on exclusive ones. Therefore it is worth trying to understand qualitatively the practices and representations of these ‘intermittent’ organic eaters. From the analysis of eaters’ trajectories, of their motivations and concerns, and of their provisioning, cooking and eating practices, this paper will demonstrate that the organic choice is more heterogeneous than it is often considered, that it encompasses a variety of concerns, and that it consists in a changing balance between delegation to the label and implication. This analysis finally points out the necessity to tightly link production and consumption perspectives so as to address the future of organics. 

Introduction : Organic consumers today
Whereas concerns for food safety are more and more prevalent, organic products still increase their share on the market in many countries. Other works have analysed the link between this contemporary context of food scares and the development of organics or other “alternative agro-food systems” (Murdoch et Miele, 1999; Goodman, 2000). This paper intends to address a consequence of these links: the success of organics suggests that there is a change in the nature of organic choice. Therefore, we have to address the question of why and how these “new” organic consumers choose organic: is this choice motivated mainly by health concerns as the coincidence mentioned above suggests it? Does this choice concern their food consumption as a whole or only specific food? 

      There is strong evidence that the situation has changed since the "old days" of organic consumption (in its certified form). The organic consumers used to be described as strongly convinced by the organic production system, relatively marginal, often vegetarian, and 100% organic. In the 1990’s, the diversity of organic consumers began to be acknowledged (Sylvander, 1998). In the case of France from which this paper is drawn, these exclusive consumers, or “purists”, represent only a minority and a minor part of organic consumption, which itself represents only a few percent of total food consumption. On the other side, a large number of consumers buy regularly organic products, the evaluation of their number depending of where occasional consumption begins…. According to a recent market study, the proportion of consumers buying organic products more than once a month grew from 37% in 2003 to 47% in 2005 (etude CSA-Agence bio, 2005). Raising the threshold of occasional consumption up to once a week, 24% of all French consumers would be concerned. Of course, this is largely due to the presence of organic products in supermarkets, linked to a more general movement of conventionalisation of organics (Buck et al., 1997). 

      While market studies show evidence of this occasional consumption – even though with thresholds which could be discussed -  few sociological works have addressed this in more qualitative ways and explored the conceptions and practices of partial organic consumers. In my work, I chose to distinguish two categories of organic eaters, ie. the “purists” and the “intermittents”, differentiated by the degree of delegation of their choices to the organics. The intermittent eaters studied here are not merely occasional consumers as defined above; their consumption, though partial and irregular, includes different organic products of different categories.
Social determination or singular trajectories?

From a certain sociological point of view, we could consider these organic consumers as strongly determined by their social origin – they are often referred to as upper middle class households, even though statistics do not attest this clearly but rather that they are more frequently urban and women – and/or as more or less unconscious receptacles of the powerful symbolism of natural and health foods. But of course things are far more complicated as consumers have a relative hold on their food choices and are endowed with the reflexivity which more generally characterises our contemporary society. Therefore, it is worth trying to understand more qualitatively the organic choice. This was done here through the analysis of eaters’ trajectories, motivations and concerns, and of their provisioning, cooking and eating practices as well as their interest in production processes and links with producers. 

      The study of eaters’ trajectories, re-constructed from food autobiographies and comprehensive interviews, enables a distinction between two kinds of trajectories. The purists’ trajectories are characterised by conversion (i.e. a shift in practices as well as conceptions), while the intermittents’ ones are better described by the notion of inflexion, opening the possibility of accentuation but also reversibility.       

      Consumers’ concerns are described through two main categories: the concern for the self, including the notions of food safety, care for one’s body and health, gustative pleasure and sharing; and the concern for the environment, including relationship to nature, care for the environment, and ethical conceptions of consumption. These different forms of concern express the multiple natures of consumers’ uncertainty and the fact that it is not limited to sanitary and health concerns. This analysis of consumers’ concerns leads to similar results than the study of their trajectories: the organic choice responds regularly to purists’ specific concerns, while in the case of intermittent consumers, this process is much more irregular and other alternatives can address these concerns better than organics. Indeed, their representation of good food may vary from a product or a situation to another, even though a common characteristic can be found in most intermittent consumers descriptions: a good product is a product which has not been “forced”. Therefore we can consider that the symbolic frontier between what is eatable and what is not eatable change from “ordinary” consumers (everything eatable in one’s culture should be eatable) to intermittent consumers (preferably, products which are not too forced or pushed are eatable) to purist consumers (only certified organic products are eatable).
Concerns and balance of the dimensions of trust 

Finally, drawing from interviews with consumers, producers and sellers, and from ethnographic observation, the analysis of provisioning practices and possible interactions with food chain intermediaries or producers help to understand how trust is managed in the situations. Of course, these interactions are highly pre-built by food chain marketing work and actors (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2003). Three dimensions of trust can be described: its cognitive dimension (the interaction between eater and food is equipped with information, knowledge, labels), its axiological dimension (the interaction is oriented by norms and values), and its sensory dimension, linked to the metabolic aspect of food production, cooking, and eating. When consumers get worried in specific situations, the resolution of the tension relies on the re-balancing of the three dimensions of trust according to the categories of concern implied. The choice of an organic chicken can be an answer to sanitary concerns in one case whereas in another situation, a similar product bought on a farmers’ market and with no organic certification will make it better and promise a better taste, and finally in a third case basic conventional chicken breast will be bought in a supermarket because the intended culinary use or the specific eating context (e.g. a standard meal versus a meal with guests) does not make it worth buying an expensive product... 

      This framework also helps understanding the choice of different food systems on the longer term. In short, the choice of organic label enhances the cognitive dimension, while the choice of fruits and vegetables on a farmers’ market rather enhance the sensory dimension and finally the choice of a weekly box whose assortment is unknown in advance but which is embedded in an alternative network enhances the axiological dimension. On this continuum (here largely simplified), we can oppose a principle of delegation of one’s choice to the organic label to a principle of implication in systems where consumers negotiate parts of the process of production with the farmers, eg. in the case of community supported agriculture schemes (Lamine, 2005). Of course this opposition between delegation and implication does not strictly distinguish purists and intermittent consumers as purists can be involved in alternative systems. 
Conclusion: how studying eating acts leads to consider inseparably production and consumption

We can now clarify the differences between purist and intermittent organic eaters in their trajectories, practices, concerns, and conceptions of good food:

	
	Purists
	Intermittents 

	Trajectories
	Conversion
	Inflexion

	Practices
	Codified
	Irregular

	Concerns addressed by…
	Organic label
	Organics and other choices

	Frontier of the eatable
	Organic/non organic
	Forced/non forced


      The main result is the distinction between delegation and implication in the way consumers choose organics. In some specific systems of production and distribution, delegation gives way to implication, which modifies to some extent the relation between production and consumption. These results confirm that the evolution of organics and its future can not be thought without linking tightly production and consumption perspectives (Guthman, 2002). This should invite us to think over the future evolution of organics from what it is today, pulled between its conventionalisation and the development of alternative networks.
      This interpretation of organic choice can be of larger interest as the case of “intermittent” organic eaters informs us more largely about the variability of contemporary food practices and suggests a theoretical and methodological framework to study them.
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